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nations in Africa could see their 
populations triple.
Researchers estimate that food 
and energy production will have to 
increase by 50 per cent and water 
availability by 30 per cent to meet  
the demand caused by the extra  
1.5 billion people living on the planet 
in the next two decades.
Many countries have already 
significantly exceeded their capacity 
to be self-sustaining in terms of their 
ability to provide their people with 
food, water, and land without having 
to import resources. According to 
a research charity, the Optimum 
Population Trust (OPT), 77 out of 130 
countries studied can be classified 
as ‘overpopulated’ based on the fact 
that they are consuming more natural 
resources than they are producing 
and depend on other countries for the 
difference.
The densely populated UK comes 
17th in the league of overpopulated 
nations, which is dominated by the 
high-consuming countries of Europe 
and the Middle East.
Roger Martin, of the OPT, said that 
if the UK had to rely on its biological 
resources, its sustainable population 
would be about 15 million rather than 
the present 60 million.
“Some people may argue that, in a 
world of international trade, national self-
sufficiency doesn’t matter,” he said. “We 
think that’s a very short-sighted view. 
You don’t have to be a little Englander or 
an eco-survivalist to conclude that in era 
of growing shortages — food, energy, 
water — being so dependent  
on the outside world puts us in a 
vulnerable position.”
“Overpopulation is a much used and 
abused word, but we believe the index 
helps to anchor it firmly in the realms 
of sustainability.”
The new Royal Society review 
hopes to bring the population issues 
back into the political arena. Lord 
Rees, president of the society, raised 
the issue in his Reith Lectures on the 
BBC. David Attenborough has also 
become a champion of the issue. 
And more recently Aubrey Manning, 
presenter of the BBC’s Earth Story, 
stated that the number of humans on 
the planet is the greatest menace the 
world faces.
“I’ve never seen a problem that 
wouldn’t be easier to solve with fewer 
people, or harder, and ultimately 
impossible, with more,” says 
Attenborough.
Britain’s new government is thinking 
aloud about radical changes to 
university funding and other countries 
are also considering the future. 
Michael Gross reports.
Austerity is the flavour of the season 
across the United Kingdom, as the 
new Conservative/Liberal Democrat 
coalition government seeks to 
slash public spending in all areas. 
Universities will be no exception, and 
changes to both research funds and 
the financing of student places are 
being discussed. 
In research funding, the new 
science minister, David Willets, has 
already announced that he, much 
as his predecessor, Paul Drayson, 
will look out for high ‘impact’ as 
a criterion for research worthy of 
government support. Just how this 
impact should be assessed is less 
obvious, however, as Willets has 
acknowledged by delaying the new 
assessment exercise for universities 
by a year in order to give more time 
for the development of suitable 
metrics. 
In education, schools minister 
Michael Gove has steamrollered 
into controversy with hasty 
announcements of cuts and new 
legislation. At the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills, his 
cabinet colleague Vince Cable has 
chosen a more cautious approach 
and installed an independent review 
chaired by former BP chief executive 
Lord Browne. However, in a lecture, 
titled “The looming crisis”, Cable 
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started thinking aloud about the 
options and suggested to replace the 
existing mix of loans and fees with a 
‘graduate tax’.
Rather than paying fees upfront 
and taking out a loan to cover them, 
students would under this proposal 
pay an additional tax over a period 
of 25 years after they start earning 
more than a threshold sum. As the 
graduate tax would be calculated 
as a percentage of earnings, the 
distribution of the financial burden 
would change from the current 
system where all pay the same 
fees to one where graduates pay 
according to what they can afford. 
While this policy would fulfil one 
of the Liberal Democrats’ election 
pledges, namely to remove the 
tuition fees, and replace them with 
a system that many see as fairer, 
there are many subtle difficulties that 
will need addressing, including the 
organisation of the transition phase, 
and the handling of graduates who 
leave the country to work abroad. 
In a lecture, titled “The 
 looming crisis”, Cable started 
thinking aloud about the 
 options.
Meanwhile, Malcolm Grant, the 
provost of University College London, 
has called to make savings by limiting 
the number of student places, and not 
to cut research budgets available to 
leading universities. 
In an interview published on the eve 
of Cable’s speech, Grant urged the 
government to consider a reduction 
in student numbers. Cable has 
already signalled that the aim set by 
the previous government, to send half 
the youngsters of each year group to 
higher education (including the often 
more training-oriented courses at the 
‘new’ universities, formerly known as 
polytechnics) will not be upheld. More 
controversially, Grant said he also 
wants universities to be allowed to 
charge higher fees, in line with the ivy 
league colleges in the United States. 
In Germany, education is also 
the focus of controversy, as the 
independence of the 16 federal 
states in both schools and higher 
education policy has led to an 
increasingly confusing diversity 
of alternative education models. 
In July, Hamburg’s Conservative/
Green state government suffered an 
embarrassing defeat when a majority 
of voters blocked the planned switch 
from a four-year primary school to a 
six-year one. 
In higher education, states 
supervise universities according to a 
framework legislation from the federal 
government, but some of the smaller 
states find it hard to cope with the 
increasing cost of ever-rising student 
numbers. 
Two recent events punctured the 
autonomy of the states in higher 
education. The state of Schleswig 
Holstein accepted federal bail-out 
funds for the medical school at the 
University of Lübeck; and the states 
agreed to a federal programme 
of student grants. Both initiatives 
reportedly came from federal research 
minister Annette Schavan. 
Commentators in the media 
including the weeklies Die Zeit and 
Der Spiegel concluded that the 
decentralised education system run 
by the federal states has hit the rocks, 
and that the constitution needs to 
be rewritten, such that the federal 
government can play a stronger 
role. Ironically, it is only four years 
since the grand coalition passed a 
change to the constitution revising the 
division of responsibility between the 
states and central government in the 
opposite direction, ruling out federal 
involvement. 
To make matters worse, German 
universities are still suffering from the 
poorly regulated transition to the new 
degree courses following the Bologna 
agreement ten years ago. With the 
introduction of bachelor and master 
degrees, the Bologna reform was 
supposed to unify degrees across 
Europe, but instead has amplified 
chaos. Many universities still run a 
mixture of the old and the new, and 
some have given up on the new 
system and reverted to the default. 
Last year’s tame but widespread 
“Bildungsstreik” protests (see Curr 
Biol. 20, R39) have also simmered on. 
Nationwide demonstrations in June 
had a turnout of over 85,000 students. 
However, they don’t have a clear-cut 
solution either, so the search for a new 
way continues. 
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk
Polar bears are no longer likely to 
be found in the Hudson Bay area of 
Canada within the next couple of 
decades as the Arctic ice, which they 
need for hunting, increasingly declines 
during summer in coming years as a 
result of climate change.
The study provides more evidence 
of current climate change, under 
increasing attack from sceptics. The 
animals in western Hudson Bay, one 
of 19 discrete sub-populations of the 
species around the Arctic, are losing 
body mass as their time on floating 
sea ice gets shorter, according to 
researchers at the University of Alberta 
and University of York, Toronto.
We understand very well 
things like how fat a bear has 
to be to produce a certain 
number of cubs, and we know 
a lot about how much energy 
these bears are burning dur-
ing the period of time over the 
summer that they are forced 
ashore when the sea ice melts.
The sea ice is where the bears hunt 
seals and they need to build sufficient 
reserves during the winter to survive 
the thinning ice during the summer. 
But in recent years the ice has been 
melting earlier and forming later, 
reducing the bears’ hunting season. 
The Arctic summer ice reached 
a record low in 2007. Although it 
increased over the past two years, 
early indications suggest this year will 
be another record low year.
The west Hudson Bay population 
has apparently declined from around 
1,200 animals to 900. If the decline 
in summer sea ice continues, as 
climate predictions suggest it will, 
the population could become extinct 
within two or three decades, according 
to a study by Peter Molnar, Andrew 
Derocher, Gregory Thiemann and Mark 
Lewis, and Peter Molnar in the journal 
Biological Conservation.
The threat to the Hudson Bay polar 
bears highlights the reality of a 
changing climate under attack from 
sceptics. Nigel Williams reports.
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